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Since ancient times people have been observing nature care-
fully and were able to ﬁnd plants for food, medicine, clothes,
shelter and fuel in their direct environment. This process still
continues and is now known as bioprospecting. Particularly in
biotechnology and in the development of medicines there have
been quite some activities in ﬁnding novel products from nature.
Particularly in the past years interests in exploring nature has
increased in an endeavor to make our presence and activities in
this world more sustainable. Much of the industrial bioprospecting
is based on fast screening methods for e.g. a pharmacological
effect or an enzyme activity. These methods are very efﬁcient and
in some molecular based bioassays all plants of the world could
probably be screened in just a few days. But at the same time it
becomes clear from basic research that human health is very
complex and that it is not likely that a single molecule will be able
to cure diseases which often have multifactorial causes. Obviously
infectious and parasitic diseases might be cured by single com-
pounds, as it concerns exogenous organisms that invade the body.
Though in that case development of drug-resistance of these
organisms is becoming a major problem.
Health is a complex, but robust state of the body. It is determined
by external factors (the environment), genetic factors and age. The
homeostasis, typical for health, is maintained as well as affected by
food and medicines. Prevention and controlling risk factors are
important aspects in keeping homeostasis. With the rapid develop-
ment of centralized food preparation and fast food, old traditions and
common knowledge of “what to eat when” are disappearing. The fast
spreading of, for example, diabetes type 2 and obesitas are signs that
we should look for novel approaches to stay healthy and reach the
125 years of age that some experts predict as being feasible for
humans. Besides basic research on health and diseases, we may
return to the knowledge of our ancestors as a valuable resource of
tens of thousands years of observations of nature and human health.
The personalized medicine is, for example, an interesting approach.
The remark of Allen Roses (Anonymous, 2014), vice-president of
genetics at GlaxoSmithKline: “The vast majority of drugs –more than
90 per cent – only work in 30 or 50 per cent of the people” shows
that a personalized treatment also in western pharmacotherapy
might be of interest. Apparently the number game of screening large
numbers of compounds to ﬁnd novel leads for drug development
results in medicines that for many users do not work.
Considering the present problems to develop methods for pre-
vention and novel treatments of diseases I am very happy with this
interesting special issue series of international experts give a
historical, cultural and scientiﬁc background to food, medicinal, or
ritual (usually affecting the CNS) plants. Reading the various papers
in this issue will be a source of inspiration and new ideas for future
research. Our ancestors found important plants like poppy and
cannabis; a number of plants containing caffeine; and plants contain-
ing alkaloids with a curare effect, without the aid of any of our …
scopy and …omics tools, just by common sense and observations
made by their own senses. With all the scientiﬁc knowledge and
tools we have now really great perspectives for discovering novel
information concerning the role of food and medicinal plants for our
health by starting from what our ancestors already discovered.
References
Anonymous, 2014. 〈http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/glaxo-chief-our-
drugs-do-not-work-onmost-patients-575942.html〉 (accessed 01.07.14).
Editor in Chief
Rob Verpoorte
Natural Products Laboratory, IBL Leiden University, PO Box 9505,
2300 RA Leiden, The Netherlands
E-mail address: verpoort@chem.leidenuniv.nl
Received 31 December 2014
11 January 2015
11 January 2015
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect
journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jep
Journal of Ethnopharmacology
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jep.2015.01.011
0378-8741/& 2015 Elsevier Ireland Ltd. All rights reserved.
Journal of Ethnopharmacology 167 (2015) 1
